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Once Upon a Classroom: Using Fairy 
Tales and other Oral Traditional Sources 
for Language Teaching
James Francis
A Note of Introduction: 
The following is mainly a detailed description of some topics and 
approaches I have found to be effective in the classroom, relating mainly to 
fairy tales and folklore, and oral culture in general. With a view to the 
particular focus of this publication, I have also noted various related survey 
questions that I have found to be useful, even entertaining and enlightening.
One of the greatest challenges in any class is the creation and 
maintenance of interest, not to mention enthusiasm. This is particularly 
important in the ESL classroom, where a lack of interest will not just waste 
time, but may produce negative results.
Keywords:  ESL, Lesson plan, Folklore, Fairy Tales, Nursery rhymes, 
Characters, Mythology, Urban Legends, Celebrities, Anime culture, 
Game culture, Slang, Idiomatic expression, Profanity,  
Tongue Twisters, Sociolinguistics, Informal Surveys
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(One of my standard informal surveys at the beginning of a new class is 
simply about students’ attitudes toward English learning and their prior 
experience. The responses are largely positive, even in mandatory courses. 
Here in Japan, where English classes are mandatory from the seventh 
grade, the results are slightly less positive when I ask whether English 
classes should be mandatory, but, generally, most people are “good” with 
the system.)
Mathematics and the sciences have empirical frameworks which may 
be somehow “logically” followed, and History and Literature are, by some 
definitions, fundamentally chronological, and these offer clear and coherent 
structures for teaching. (Although we must be careful not to look at History 
as simply a narrative, or a simple narrative— that invites simplification at 
best, and a sense of predetermination, which may be worse. “Literary 
thinking,” if not “magical thinking.” We should keep those differences well 
in mind.)
Language classes, unlike the “hard sciences,” are much less defined or 
definable. The goals may be clear— improved communication skills and 
enhanced general knowledge, at least— but facilitating that, particularly 
with a larger group of students, which I would call nine or more, is 
problematic. Eight is a seminar, ten’s a crowd. (And as a side-note, I consider 
anything from thirty to a hundred to be the same “audience.” Anything over 
that is show business.)
The hoary, traditional system of memorization of grammar is, for the 
vast majority, an odious chore which produces, at best, limited results. The 
memorization of vocabulary is, I feel, very useful at any level. Cases and 
tenses of verbs, less so, save in “natural” expressions. Get the noun right, 
and the verbs will come. Rote learning and simple memorization do have 
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their place. Speaking drills can be quite effective for memorization, as well, 
not to mention for pronunciation and all-important intonation.
Immersion in the language and culture are ideal, with the 
accompanying “osmosis” of the language. We teach ourselves language, one 
of the conundrums of being a language “teacher” (or student.) Regardless, 
students do learn, even at some distance. I generally recommend that 
serious students spend a minimum of twenty minutes per day, every day, 
intensively reading or practicing some aspect of English. “Self-immersion” is 
useful, but impractical for most people.
It is also worth mentioning in this context that native childhood 
learning is different. But we do learn, even at advanced ages. Perhaps old 
dogs can’t learn new tricks, but they can learn new commands.
My theory, my practice, is to cast a wide net— I want every topic of 
classroom attention (drill and practice, “model” conversations and 
commentary, vocabulary building, topics and subjects) to be readily 
accessible, even to a student who has never heard of or considered some 
subject before, and also conducive to more detailed exploration. 
I have found that the most effective technique is to find out what the 
students already know, and build on that. This is also a great confidence-
builder: no students feel lost or overwhelmed, a feeling which turns may 
students off. It’s easier to not listen if it’s all just noise. BGM.
I often begin a term with travel and tourism discussions, in order to 
focus on the students’ interests and experience. Where have you been, 
where do you want to go, where do you know? (This is one of the very best 
survey questions, because there is such a wide variety of responses.)
For example, because I am an American, from the United States of, I 
will simply ask students if they know that abbreviation, “USA,” or, more 
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properly, “U.S.A.,” and the vast majority do. I then ask what the letters 
represent, and there it’s trickier. “Something- something- America” is a 
common answer (which is good, natural English.)
If we can then name a dozen or so, if not all fifty states, we have, in 
short order, touched on many possible topics, many directions we might 
take. (This is sometimes a good point at which to review compass directions, 
and latitude and longitude, for that matter.)
Topics may include sightseeing spots, historical sites or any other place 
of interest: Broadway and Hollywood, Kentucky and Connecticut, Niagara 
Falls and the Grand Canyon. This opens up a wide range of cultural and 
historical points, not to mention aspects geographical or physical, for 
exploration. 
As a matter of practical pronunciation practice, cities and states and 
countries are very useful drills, and ones that make sense. Rivers, 
mountains, and the Seven Seas.
This has sometimes been a good way to introduce the post-Columbian 
history of the Americas, which is simply useful social information. And it is 
also worth noting in any linguistics-related course, not just the Big 3 
languages of the Americas (Spanish, French, and English,) but also the 
many indigenous languages, not least for the vocabulary that was borrowed 
from them. “Tobacco, cacao, canoe” are important things and words. 
“Canada,” if not “America,” which, as everyone knows, is from the Italian.
Students are often pleasantly surprised to learn that they know Native 
American words— sometimes they are surprised, if they are wearing some 
kind of moccasin, that those are of Native American design. They will also 
be interested to know that “acceptable” terms for referring to the aboriginal, 
Native Americans are “Native American,” “American Indian,” and, ideally, 
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the tribal name. “Mohican”— the group, and the hair style.
In the specifically Japanese context, it is sometimes interesting and 
engaging for students to learn about a few words which likely came from the 
Ainu language— perhaps “Musashi” (grassy pain or marsh).
Such points are a good start, as well, into studying the history of 
languages, for those students who are interested in continuing further with 
more formal linguistic studies.
These are all great topics, and have served my students and me well 
through the years, but sometimes stories are best, the adventures of 
Christopher Columbus and Lief Erikson, even Justin Bieber. But what are 
the tales which have stood the test of time, which we have heard and 
repeated for some millennia? Fairy tales. Long ago, in a land far away…
There has been, for me, no more successful or interesting topic than 
fairy tales. The most useful have been Momotaro, Kaguya Hime, Cinderella, 
and Little Red Riding Hood, always presented in that order. These feature 
characters and scenes that everybody knows, or should know as general 
cultural knowledge, and they are rich in topics and activities for students of 
all levels and ages.
I encourage the students to identify the story, and give details, 
important or trivial. I often start with “incorrect” details to give the students 
a chance to correct me. Momotaro does not float down the river in a 
pineapple, but it is sometimes fun, and useful as a teaching point, to say that 
he does. The old woman is not washing dishes or her hair in the river, but 
the students can clear those points up.
After establishing the story line, scene, and characters, there are many 
options. It’s a great exercise to simply have the students relate the salient 
points of the sequence. Tell the story. This may be a useful drill: “First, 
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second, finally, give us more details!” Students may question one another: 
“What happens at midnight?” or “What does she do before she cuts open the 
giant peach?” Or “Is it possible that she used a chain-saw?” (Not a sequence 
question, but a good question withal.)
With Momotaro there is the interesting question of the translation of 
the name of the villain, the “Oni”. Is it to be devil, demon, or monster? I 
prefer to use the original.
Another useful Japanese tale is “Urushimataro,” which is has a number 
of useful points for discussion, with undersea travel, and a long sleep like the 
American “Rip Van Winkle”.
“Kaguya Hime,” or Princess Kaguya, the “Thumbelina” girl from the 
Moon, found inside a glowing bamboo, is also good for discussion.
The main tale is Cinderella, which is quite dramatic, and loaded with 
good vocabulary. I often have students answer basic questions: What color is 
her dress, and is her hair dyed? Any accessories? A diamond tiara, of course, 
and maybe a diamond Rolex.
Here there is the love story, the magical transformations, and the 
excitement of the deadline. Cliffhanger at the castle. “Rags to riches” is a 
fine idiomatic term for students to learn. There are also mysterious 
circumstances, ripe for conversational speculation, if not a simulacrum of 
gossip: Did you hear?
What are the family relationships? Did the father die, and was he 
murdered? (Never underestimate shock value for teaching meaning and 
boosting memorization.)
What arrives? An e-mail? No, indeed. A regular posted letter? Perhaps. 
Perhaps a hand-delivered invitation to the disco party at the chateau? The 
rave at the Palace, or formal ball at the castle… The possibilities are not 
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endless, but they are various.
(Cinderella is also sometimes useful to consider in terms of the effect of 
the Disney film upon the story. The “Disneyfication” or “Disnefaction” of the 
tale. And this may entail deeper discussions concerning the effects of print 
and film, mass-media as opposed to traditional forms.)
The other most useful tale is “Little Red Riding Hood,” which has a 
mission of mercy end in seeming tragedy in the jaws of a wolf, then a rescue. 
Students are often surprised to learn that the woodsman or hunter who 
saves Little Red and maybe Grandma Red is a later addition to the earlier 
cautionary tale.
Sometimes a good exercise is to have the students act parts out. 
“Dramatic” if not “theatrical” reading aloud can be a great exercise if the 
students are interested in the material. Acting out a character takes some of 
the personal pressure off, and adds some social (audience) pressure.
Another great exercise, whether for in-class writing or homework, is to 
have students research variants of popular tales. Or obscure tales, for that 
matter.
Another very good activity is to rewrite a folk tale, whether straight or 
altered. (Little Red Riding Hood as a police report, perhaps.) Changing 
stories can be a good exercise for students.
This is, incidentally, also useful for introducing or explaining structural 
approaches to storytelling, or story writing, for that matter, i.e. traditional 
three- or four-act stage or screenplays.
Again, establish the plot and characters. Tell the story, and supply 
whatever details you think are neccesary. Give some descriptions of 
clothing, or architecture, food, or alligators in moats.
This is also a way to use words for basic emotions: sad, angry, 
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delighted, ecstatic…. All extremely useful.
It is also worth discussing, simply or deeply, the function of these 
narrative pieces in historical context. All of these points are good 
introductions to different critical approaches for interested students.
Sociology, sociolinguistics, ever-engaging hermeneutics and semiotics; 
comparative studies all. (It’s all rhetoric, maybe, and for students, if we can 
build that, with some useful vocabulary, our job is done.)
A good discussion after this is the distinction between these characters 
and stories from literary creations, with examples such as the Victorian 
novel “Dracula” and the older vampire myth, “Frankenstein” and the literary 
history love story of Mary Shelley, trapped in a castle by a ferocious storm 
and forced to tell ghost stories… (Not exactly accurate, but something like 
that.)
Zombies, whether from the folkways of Haiti or independent films of 
Western Pennsylvania, are good to discuss, as are the the Sasquatch and 
Yeti .
True stories of and about famous characters like Winnipeg “the Pooh” 
are simply interesting general knowledge for students to know, 
The true story of Hachiko the Akita of Shibuya, Tokyo is always 
interesting, as is the urban legend/school lore of Hanako, the ghost of the 
toilet stall, not to mention other localized urban legends. 
Another good discussion, not to mention survey, is “What characters do 
you know?”
Commercial characters, mascots, and we may also include celebrities, 
actors and “personalities,” the heroes and monsters, if you will, of our time. 
There are many, many useful points here, from the creation of Mickey 
Mouse (and when was that exactly?) to the latest incarnations of the 
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Pokemon bestiary. (I generally ask students if they “like” such characters or 
don’t care, and it’s about fifty-fifty.) What is “Hello Kitty” and how much 
money did the licensing of that character make last year? What exactly are 
“emoji?” (Which is a whole new continent of characters and questions.)
Beyond these, nursery rhymes, lullabies, and tongue twisters are 
extremely useful. Every English student needs to know “Humpty Dumpty” 
and “Rock-a-bye Baby,” “Peter Piper” and his peppers, and Sister Suzy’s 
seashore seashell sales. “Three little bears,” three little pigs, “This little 
piggy went to market…” 
Fables are also very good. “The Ant and the Grasshopper.” Rabbits and 
turtles versus hare and tortoises.
Slang and idiomatic expression, including the study of profanity, even 
the “idea” of profanity, are also oral traditions and practices that may be 
fruitfully explored. One very good survey is whether students know any 
childhood rhymes. 
Students are often interested to learn of the connection between the 
juvenile insult game “the dozens” and the underground and popular 
phenomena of rap, and later hip-hop music. (And, even while pleading a case 
for traditional materials and the study of history, it is important to keep 
topics relevant, and up-to-date.)
We should also consider, in this context, the new traditions of manga 
and anime culture, gaming culture, not to mention the online socializations… 
Of course, all of these approaches can be applied to other narratives, such as 
“News.” The terms “infotainment” and “politainment” may be useful for 
students.
In any event, these traditional items, these cultural idioms, are basic. 
They are reflections of, and expressions of, wishes and fears— basic and 
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useful considerations, not to mention great items to use in a language class.
There may also be some value, in our commercialized world, our 
computer-enhanced cyber-world, to remember that all we finally have is 
habits, and tradition, and human-to-human communication. 
All of these traditional oral materials, the hoary lore of storied yore, as 
well as newer items and modes of expression, are invaluable as teaching 
tools, and well worth studying in themselves. We might well wish upon our 
lucky stars, and hope that they work like magical spells, or incantations 
enchanted, that the sleeping beauties may all awaken, the curse will be 
lifted, and we may all learn happily ever after.
